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Addressing Imposter Syndrome Among First-Generation College Students
Introduction
Some first-generation college students may have a hard time transitioning into college.
They may have little or no knowledge or experience of the expectations of college. In addition,
they may question their worthiness and skills as a student. However, many first-generation
college students are successful and do belong in the spaces they are in. Therefore, I created a
two-day workshop series for students in the TRIO SSS program at California State University,
Monterey Bay in Seaside, California where I will be discussing imposter syndrome, the guilt of
entering privileged experiences, and the lack of social support.
Need Statement
The transition to college is challenging for many first-generation college students.
First-generation college students (FGCS) are placed in an unknown environment without
guidance from their family members. As a result, college students may have a fear of failing and
may start questioning their abilities and sense of belonging on the college campus (Bui, 2002, as
cited in Pratt et al. 2019). Due to the transition, FGCS may experience imposter syndrome, the
guilt of success, and a lack of social support.
Some FGCS may experience imposter syndrome (IS). IS is when a successful individual
feels that their achievements were accomplished due to luck, timing, or charm and not due to
their abilities or qualifications (Holden et al., 2021). FGCS may be more vulnerable to IS
because they may not have support to rely on when challenges or successes arise leading them to
doubt their abilities. In addition, FGCS may feel afraid they will be seen as frauds by their peers
(Holden et al., 2021). IS may affect FGCS’s academics and personal life. According to Canning
et al. (2019), FGCS who experience IS may think about dropping out, stop attending their
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classes, and/or no longer participate in-class activities. This pattern can lead FGCS to experience
self-doubt and an increase in their IS feelings (Canning et al., 2019). In addition, IS affects their
personal life by the way they cope with stressors. According to Holden et al. (2021), they found
that stress and imposter syndrome correlate due to the lack of confidence FGCS experiences.
FGCS may not know how to properly cope with stress, given their familial inexperience with
college and college stressors, therefore, increasing their chances of experiencing burnout. Since
they doubt their abilities, they may overwork themselves until something is perfect leading them
to ruin their own mental health (Parkman, 2016 as cited in Holden et al. 2021).
Experiencing stress tends to increase the feelings of IS among FGCS because they feel
the need to meet the high demands of a university and be successful (Holden et al., 2021). With
that being said, FGCS often place unrealistic expectations on themselves to be perfect, which can
be detrimental to their mental health and increase their IS (Holden et al., 2021). For many
first-generation college students, being in college is an accomplishment; however, with that
accomplishment may come a feeling of guilt. FCGS may experience family achievement guilt
because they feel uncomfortable having access to higher education and better opportunities than
their parents (Covarrubias et al., 2015). Without using the appropriate resources such as
counseling services, the feeling of guilt that comes after an achievement may be challenging to
cope with for FGCS. According to Covarrubias et al. (2015), FGCS who experience family
achievement guilt have higher depressive symptoms than non-first-generation college students.
Some FGCS feel as if they need to live a double life for having a “better life” than their families
back home (Moreno, 2021). For example, according to Moreno (2021), Latinx students, who
comprise a large proportion of FGCS, feel the guilt of success when their family is having a hard
time at home and they cannot physically be there to support them. They may feel guilty for being
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in a “better” position than their family and not being close enough to support them. For some
FGCS, their college experience away from home may cause them to feel guilty for having better
opportunities.
Having social support is important, especially for first-generation college students to
make the transition to college easier. However, since their parents do not have the knowledge of
college, it can be difficult for them to be involved in their child’s college life. When potential
FGCS have parental support, they are more likely to pursue higher education (Mitchall & Jaeger,
2018). Many FGCS are low-income and are limited in how much parents can provide financial
resources to support them through college (Mitchall & Jaeger, 2018). Due to the cultural
difference, it can be difficult for FGCS to adapt and create peer relationships (Jenkins et al .,
2013). Cultural differences may look like FGCS not being able to express their feelings to others
because they were not taught how to. FGCS who are low-income may often decline outdoor
events and activities at school due to their financial circumstances. They may not know how to
explain their situation to those who are not in similar situations. Social support is essential for
FGCS to have so they are able to build a support system they can trust and find a sense of
belonging.
As specified, first-generation college students experience many challenges during their
transition to college because of the lack of college-going history in their families. They may
experience IS, feel guilty about their success, and have a lack of social support. Therefore, I have
created a two-day workshop series for students in the TRIO SSS program at California State
University, Monterey Bay in Seaside, California.
Theory
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Students who have a strong sense of self-efficacy are more likely to achieve academic
success. Self-efficacy is whether a person feels confident enough to perform a task towards their
goal and gives them a sense of motivation, security, and accomplishment (Pajares, 2002). To
ensure FGCS achieves strong self-efficacy, colleges should incorporate educational resources
addressing self-efficacy (Majer & Stevenson, 2009). When a student is attempting to do a new
task, they may not believe in themselves enough to complete it, demonstrating low self-efficacy.
Therefore, when an FGCS experiences imposter syndrome, they may think that they are a fraud
and not capable of being successful, also demonstrating low self-efficacy and leading them to not
complete their goal. When an FGCS is in a new environment, it may be challenging to step out
of their comfort zone to try out new things. They may continue to struggle with low self-efficacy
and imposter syndrome if they do not have the appropriate support such as family, peers, and
educators.
Therefore, FGCSs who have a low-self efficacy may need to go through a mastery
experience and understand social persuasions. Mastery experiences allow students to assess the
tasks they do, understand whether they are good enough to continue the task, and create
resilience by overcoming an obstacle through determination (Pajares, 2002). With FGCS, it is
essential to work on their self-efficacy through various activities such as affirmations that will
remind them they do belong on campus. In addition, it may be useful to remind them that
obstacles will happen and show them how to overcome those obstacles, building their sense of
self-efficacy and reducing imposter syndrome. Social persuasion helps build a person’s
self-efficacy through the language they use to refer to them and conversations they have with
them (Pajares, 2002). For FGCS, they may not have conversations about college with their
parents because of the lack of information they have about it. Covarrubias et al. (2020) stated
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that FGCS may have a low self-concept because they cannot find common experiences with their
parents and receive support from them. Therefore, first-generation college students need to learn
ways to talk to their caregivers about these situations. As well as building on compassion that
their caregivers may not have the complete answer. With that, they will learn campus-based
resources that they can reach out to when navigating a stressful situation.
Consideration of Diversity
For my project, I will be leading a two-day workshop at California State University,
Monterey Bay (CSUMB) for the TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) and STEM Health
Science Program. The program works with first-generation college students. In the SSS program,
there are 17% FGCS, while in STEM there are 21% FGCS (K. Lane, personal communication
February 28, 2022). According to my supervisor who develops the federal reports (February 28,
2022), 79% of students in SSS and 73% in STEM are first-generation and low-income. The
program also has students with disabilities, with 1% being in SSS, and 2% STEM HS; however,
these statistics do not include the students who have self-reported. I expect that my participants
do not reflect the overall FGCS population at CSUMB because there may be other FGCS that are
not a part of the TRIO SSS programs. According to the Insitutional Assessment and Research at
CSUMB (2022), there are 51% FGCS enrolled at CSUMB, that means that TRIO does not
reflect the campus as a whole. The content is specific to FGCS who are in their third year of
college because the activities are focused on FGCS sharing their experiences.
Learning Outcomes
I plan to provide a two-day lesson to third-year first-generation college students who are in TRIO
SSS and STEM HS program at California State University Monterey Bay.
By the end of the project, participants will be able to:
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1. Identify two aspects of imposter syndrome.
2. Indicate two ways of addressing their own feelings of imposter syndrome.
3. Identify one campus-based resource to address their own feelings of imposter syndrome.
Method
Day 1
I executed my lessons via zoom, so I created a presentation. See Appendix A. In the
beginning, I introduced myself and talked about my capstone project. Then, I presented them
with an agenda of the topics we discussed on day one. Since the discussions will have them share
their stories, we establish a safe space for them, so they felt comfortable sharing and included
ground rules for the discussion. Then, I provided them with a jam board on Google suite to put
down guidelines they think would be best to create a safe space as a group. See Appendix B. We
then moved into a video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZQUxL4Jm1Lo that explains
imposter syndrome. After they watched the video, I shared a link to a poll on
polleverywhere.com to have them type in their own words a definition of imposter syndrome.
Poll everywhere is a website that allows the presenter to ask questions, and the attendees can
answer the questions live. I gave them around five minutes to answer the questions. After, I
shared a definition of imposter syndrome I have in my paper, and a quote I received from a
conference I went to that discussed imposter syndrome. Then, I had them fill out the Imposter
Syndrome Scale survey to see where they stand on their imposter syndrome characteristics. They
had ten minutes to fill out the survey. See Appendix C. Following that we had a discussion about
the survey to see how they felt about it, and I took note of their scores on a google sheet. We then
moved on to an activity where they shared their personal experiences with imposter syndrome. I
placed them in breakout rooms where they shared their stories. I provided them with questions to
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reflect on and they had the option to journal about it, write a poem, draw their experience or say
it orally to us. See Appendix A. After fifteen minutes, we came back to the main session where
they were able to share the way they felt about this activity and if comfortable sharing with us
what they did. As we closed up day one, I said words of encouragement and played an
affirmation meditation video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YpBzcF6pt4 to remind them
of their worth. Finally, I let them know what we will be discussing in our next lesson and closed
the day.
Day 2
On day two, I had another presentation. See Appendix D. I went over the agenda I had
planned for the day. I reviewed the safe space guidelines and gave them the opportunity to
change or add new guidelines to the jam board. I started with an activity where I read off
statements, and they had the option to agree or disagree. See Appendix E. Since we were in a
virtual setting, they had the option to turn on their camera or add a thumbs-up emoji to agree.
When I finished with that activity, I explained to them that if they agreed to the statements, they
may have family achievement guilt. I went over the definition I have and provided a space for
them to discuss how they felt about the activity for ten minutes. After, I moved on to talk about
social support where the participants were able to answer questions via PollEverywhere.com.
The questions asked them if they have support from family or friends, and if that may impact
their achievement guilt. The participants had seven minutes to answer these questions. Then on a
jam board, they had four minutes to add the people they can reach out to for support to have
them think about it. See Appendix F.
Then I facilitated a discussion on the different campus-based resources they can use.
Those campus-based resources can be seen in the presentation. After going over the resources, I
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described various ways they can combat these experiences. Since most of the discussions I had
were about their challenges, I provided them with the space to disclose their successes. So, on a
jam board, they added the successes and proud moments they have had as a first-generation
college student. I gave them five minutes to add their accomplishments. See Appendix G. As
they approached the end of their lesson, I provide them with a google form to fill out to reflect on
what they learned from these lessons. See Appendix H. Finally, I closed it up with words of
encouragement and thank them for participating.
Results
Learning outcome 1 was that participants would be able to identify two aspects of
imposter syndrome (IS). To determine if the participants can identify two aspects of IS, on day
one, I had them write out their own definition of IS based on what they had learned from the
video they watched and their own experiences. I had them add their responses on
polleverywhere.com, a website that allows people to answer questions live. Based on the answers
they had on the polleverywhere, I noticed that all the participants had said similar responses.
Five out of the 10 responses had two aspects of imposter syndrome. For example, they may have
stated that “imposter syndrome is feeling a lack of sense of belonging and doubting themselves.”
See Table 1 for the answers they had. Everyone was able to identify at least one aspect of
imposter syndrome. They needed to be able to identify two aspects of imposter syndrome to meet
the learning outcome. The probable reason for that could be that I did not make it clear enough
for the participants to add two aspects. Therefore, this learning outcome was partially met
because only some participants were able to identify two aspects of imposter syndrome.
Learning outcome 2 was that participants would be able to indicate two ways of
addressing their own feelings of imposter syndrome. Therefore, to ensure they could, on day one,
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I had them fill out the IP Clance Scale to determine their imposter characteristics and did an
activity where they would be able to share their experiences with imposter syndrome. See
Appendix C for the IP Clance Scale and Appendix A for the activity. For the IP Clance Scale, I
added their scores on a Google spreadsheet to see the results of each individual. See Table 2 for
the scores. With those scores, I was able to understand if the individuals had imposter
characteristics and how moderate or intense they were. Even though there were ten participants,
only nine shared with me their scores. Four out of the nine participants had frequent experiences
with imposter syndrome. While the others have either felt it moderately or intensely. Two out of
the nine responses had intense feelings of imposter syndrome that may have disrupted their lives.
To get them thinking more in-depth about their experiences, they did an activity where they were
able to recount their imposter experience, and we had a discussion about it afterward. Everyone
did the activity, however, only five felt comfortable enough to share their responses. See Table 3.
Many of the participants mentioned that they felt they were not doing enough to succeed, and
when they did accomplish a goal they would doubt themselves. Through the IP Survey and
discussion, they were able to address their feelings about imposter syndrome. The participants
had two ways to address their feelings of imposter syndrome. This learning outcome was fully
met.
Learning outcome 3 was that participants would be able to identify one campus-based
resource to address their own feelings of imposter syndrome. On day one, I went over social
support and the types of social support they may receive. This led to me to discussing the various
resources they can use on campus to help build a community and overcome imposter syndrome. I
shared a Google document with links to all the campus-based resources available. I went over
each one individually and gave a brief description of the type of support they can receive. I
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connected this back to imposter syndrome by stating that having these resources can help them
find a sense of belonging and remind them that they are not alone in their college journey.
Through a Google form, I had each of them tell me one campus-based resource they feel
comfortable using when experiencing imposter syndrome. See Table 4 for responses. As a result,
this learning outcome was fully met.
Discussion
The project about imposter syndrome was successful. During the lessons, the participants
took part in the activities and discussions. I feel that because my lessons were conducted on
Zoom, the participants may have felt comfortable sharing their experiences while being in their
own space. Two out of three of my learning outcomes were fully met while one of them was
partially met. My first learning outcome was for the participants to identify two aspects of
imposter syndrome. However, this learning outcome was partially met because not everyone
could identify two aspects. My second learning outcome was fully met because participants were
able to indicate two ways in addressing their imposter syndrome through the activities they did.
My third learning outcome was fully met since participants were able to establish one
campus-based resource that may help them overcome their imposter syndrome. My participants
felt safe and comfortable through my lessons because they would email me back or type in the
chat that they appreciated the safe space I created for them, and they felt less alone through this
experience. Therefore, the lessons I executed taught my participants about imposter syndrome,
how to overcome it, and build their worth.
One of the goals of this project was for first-generation college students to build on their
self-efficacy. Imposter syndrome affects the way a person views themselves which can
potentially affect their self-efficacy. The participants were considered to have low self-efficacy
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because of their lack of experience with college, and, through the lessons, they would be able to
build on their self-efficacy. In my project, I focused on building their self-efficacy through
various activities. For example, we did a meditation on our first day focused on affirmations
surrounding imposter syndrome. On the second day, we did a jamboard where I had them write
down the big or small accomplishments for which they were proud. In each lesson, I would
pause and say words of encouragement by reminding them that they do belong here and that they
are deserving of every opportunity they received. Therefore, I believe that their self-efficacy
increased through these activities.
To focus on the diversity of this project, I feel that I could have opened up these lessons
to more first-generation college students on campus such as reaching out to other student support
services that work with first-generation students. I only opened it up to third-year students in the
TRIO SSS Programs, so I believe opening it up to everyone in the program would have been
better. In terms of my content, I could have focused more on the ways imposter syndrome
impacts historically underrepresented groups and targeted more participants in those groups to
join the lessons.
As I reflect on the project, I realize there are various things I would do differently. For
starters, I would have done this lesson in person. My original idea was to execute this project in
person however, due to time and organization I decided to do it through Zoom because it was
more accessible to me. An activity I would have done differently is adding in a pre-test and a
post-test about imposter syndrome. That would have allowed me to understand what the
participants knew about imposter syndrome. I surveyed at the end, but it only measured what
they learned from the lessons. I feel that my project taught my participants valuable information
about imposter syndrome, how to start overcoming it, and reaching out for support. Regardless
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of things I would change from my project, I feel that participants felt comfortable enough to
share their experiences, and I hope that they can continue overcoming imposter syndrome.
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Table 1
Participants’ definitions of Imposter Syndrome
Experiencing
self-doubt regardless
of how well you are
doing.

Feeling as if you do
not belong despite
evidence suggesting
otherwise.

The feeling of
not belonging/not
earning your
place.

That voice in my
head telling me that
I don’t belong. If I
made any success,
it’s purely by
accident.

Doubting your
abilities and
feeling like a
fraud.

Feeling like you
don’t belong or
feeling self-doubt.

Not feeling
accomplished after a
big accomplishment
or even small.

Feeling that
everything you
do is never great
enough, not
noticing your
achievements.

That feeling of not
being your true self
and doubting
yourself. Feeling
that you aren’t
good enough.

Feeling belittled
after an
accomplishment
big or little.
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Table 2
Scores of the participants IP Characteristic
Participants

Score

Imposter Characteristic

Student 1

54

Moderate

Student 2

57

Moderate

Student 3

91

Intense

Student 4

70

Frequent

Student 5

77

Frequent

Student 6

42

Moderate

Student 7

90

Intense

Student 8

71

Frequent

Student 9

76

Frequent

Student 10

No Response

N/A

ADDRESSING IMPOSTER SYNDROME
Table 3
List of responses of the participants’ imposter syndrome experience
Participant What is an experience you had with imposter syndrome?
Student 1

“When experiencing imposter syndrome we cannot celebrate the milestones
such as getting the Dean's List Award because of self-doubt and having the
belief that you are still not doing enough. My imposter syndrome has affected
me more because I am a student-mother. At times I feel like I am not doing
enough as a student and a mother. As I continue my education, I experience a
constant battle of "feeling different" because I am a mom, which increases the
doubt that I am not capable of meeting my peers' academic standards.”

Student 2

“Why am I here," I pondered since I was in 4th grade, roughly age 8 or 9.
These feelings I've harbored, "Mine and only mine."
Tirelessly I strike at the weakest link
Be it frustration, sorrow, hollowness; there is no true explanation.
All for this to make me think,
Of times forever gone, to remain in memory;
But are they memories or altered elephants pink?
I know not what could be right, only what I seek;
And what I seek is only within myself, a broken discarded doll.”

Student 3

“A time I experience imposter syndrome is when I was applying to
universities. In Sacramento at the time, I was all alone and felt like I was
going to be rejected from all the schools that I applied to. I was applying to
Universities because I was graduating from a community college so I had to
transfer to a 4-year college. That event made me anxious and feel unworthy.
That month of silence was terrible for me and I couldn’t concentrate at work.
It was not easy at all. In a sense, I had no support but after hearing back, I
talked a bit more with my mom.”

Student 4

“I feel like I had imposter syndrome throughout my life, but the main point I
experienced was when I started college. It was a bit difficult because I am a
first-generation student and at times I would just ask myself do I even belong
here? Should I continue? I have no help. But at the end of the day, my parents
came over here to give me a better life, so I have no choice but to make them
proud and continue even if it gets difficult. If I doubt myself I just keep
pushing through until I make them very proud.”

Student 5

“For me, it hits a lot because I have a job where I teach high school kids how
to get into college. I am a two-time college dropout. I am here spending my
days telling kids how to succeed, do well and get into college when I myself
have not accomplished that yet. So it hits a lot because I feel like I am not the
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right person to be teaching them all of this. I know the kids walk away with a
lot of valuable information. But at the end of the day, I still feel like I am the
wrong person to be talking to them about that.”
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Table 4
Participants’ responses to one campus-based resource they can use
TRIO
Family Friendly Club
Basic Needs
TRIO
Academic Advising Center
Multi-Cultural Center
TRIO
Otter Cross-Cultural Center (OC3)
TRIO
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Slide show for first day
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Appendix C
Clance IP Scale Survey
For each question, please circle the number that best indicates how true the statement is of you. It
is best to give the first response that enters your mind rather than dwelling on each statement and
thinking about it over and over.
1.

I have often succeeded on a test or task even though I was afraid that I would not
do well before I undertook the task.
1

2

3

4

5

(not at all true)

(rarely)

(sometimes)

(often)

(very true)

2. I can give the impression that I’m more competent than I really am.
1

2

(not at all true)
3.

3

(rarely)

4

(sometimes)

5

(often)

(very true)

I avoid evaluations if possible and have a dread of others evaluating me.
1

2

3

4

5

(not at all true)

(rarely)

(sometimes)

(often)

(very true)

4. When people praise me for something I’ve accomplished, I’m afraid I won’t be able
to live up to their expectations of me in the future.
1

2

3

4

5

(not at all true)

(rarely)

(sometimes)

(often)

(very true)

5. I sometimes think I obtained my present position or gained my present success
because I happened to be in the right place at the right time or knew the right
people.
1

2

3

4

5
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(not at all true)
6.

(rarely)
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(sometimes)

(often)

(very true)

I’m afraid people important to me may find out that I’m not as capable as they
think I am.
1

2

(not at all true)

(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4

5

(often)

(very true)

7. I tend to remember the incidents in which I have not done my best more than those
times I have done my best.
1

2

3

4

5

(not at all true)

(rarely)

(sometimes)

(often)

(very true)

8. I rarely do a project or task as well as I’d like to do it.
1

2

(not at all true)

(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4

5

(often)

(very true)

9. Sometimes I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been the
result of some kind of error.
1

2

(not at all true)

(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4

5

(often)

(very true)

10. It’s hard for me to accept compliments or praise about my intelligence or
accomplishments.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

11. At times, I feel my success has been due to some kind of luck.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)
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12. I’m disappointed at times in my present accomplishments and think I should have
accomplished much more.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

13. Sometimes I’m afraid others will discover how much knowledge or ability I really
lack.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

14. I’m often afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even though I
generally do well at what I attempt.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

15. When I’ve succeeded at something and received recognition for my
accomplishments, I have doubts that I can keep repeating that success.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

16. If I receive a great deal of praise and recognition for something I’ve accomplished, I
tend to discount the importance of what I’ve done.
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(not at all true)

2
(rarely)
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3

(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

17. I often compare my ability to those around me and think they may be more
intelligent than I am.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

18. I often worry about not succeeding with a project or examination, even though
others around me have considerable confidence that I will do well.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

19. If I’m going to receive a promotion or gain recognition of some kind, I hesitate to
tell others until it is an accomplished fact.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)

20. I feel bad and discouraged if I’m not “the best” or at least “very special” in
situations that involve achievement.
1
(not at all true)

2
(rarely)

3
(sometimes)

4
(often)

5
(very true)
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Appendix E
1. I feel bad that I am not there when my family needs me.
2. I feel sad when I hear about struggles back home while I am away at college.
3. I feel sad that my family cannot experience the opportunities I have in college.
4. I feel bad that I have it pretty good in college while family members struggle.
5. I feel bad that I have benefits in college (e.g. freedom, privacy) that my family does not.
6. I worry that my family sees me differently now that I am in college.
7. I worry that I won’t be able to succeed in college for my family.
8. I worry that my family thinks I am too good for them or smarter than them.
9. I feel pressured to do well so as to not disappoint my family.
10. I feel angry that my family does not have the access to the same kind of opportunities that
I do.
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Presentation from Capstone Festival
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